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Establishment type Young offender institution Secure training centre Secure children’s home









Size 142-336 76-80 8-42









Though England and Wales has historically 
locked up more children than any other European 
countries, in recent years the custodial population 
has fallen – whereas around 3,000 children were 
in custody in 2008, the number now stands at 
















































The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) requires that the detention of children 
should be ‘a last resort’.
It also says that children in custody should be 
treated with humanity and respect for the inherent 
dignity of the human person and in a manner 
which takes into account the needs of persons of 
his or her age.1
The proportion of children in custody who have 
vulnerabilities such as mental health conditions 
or learning disabilities has long been recognised. 
Research in 2008 found that: a majority had 
a history of disrupted education; two fifths 
had experienced abuse or neglect; one in five 
was known to have self-harmed; and 11% had 
attempted suicide.2
There is also evidence that while custody is 
falling those remaining in detention are more 
vulnerable. For example, the proportion of boys 
in young offender institutions who have been in 
local authority care has risen from a quarter to a 
third. Moreover, rates of assaults, self-harm and 
restraint in custody are all significantly higher 
than they were five years ago.3
1	 UN	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child,	Article	37(c)
2	 Jacobson,	J,	Bhardwa,	B,	Gyateng	T,	Hunter,	G	and	Hough,	M	(2008)	
Punishing disadvantage: a profile of children in custody.	London:	Prison	
Reform	Trust




























































injury to any person or serious damage to property’.
4	 Rule	44	United	Nations	Standard	Minimum	Rules	for	the	Treatment	of	
Prisoners	(the	Mandela	Rules)




‘Between one-third and as many as 90% of 
prisoners experience adverse symptoms in solitary 
confinement.  A long list of symptoms ranging 
from insomnia and confusion to hallucinations and 
psychosis has been documented. Negative health 
effects can occur after only a few days... the central 
harmful feature of solitary confinement is that 
it reduces meaningful social contact to a level of 
social and psychological stimulus that many will 





























6	 Bateman,	T	and	Hazel,	N	(2013)	Engaging young people in resettlement: 
research report. London:	Beyond	Youth	Custody
7	 Haney,	C	(2001)	cited	in	Associate	Development	Solutions	(2015)	Isolation 
and Solitary Confinement of Children in the English Youth Justice Secure 
Estate
“Obviously you 
have to behave down the 
block and they decide if you’re not 
a risk, you can go back on the wing. 
But if you’re a risk they keep you down 
there. Until they review you again.”
















































Variations between the different 



























“Once you’re in your cell for so long you’re 
over-thinking, you can stress out; some people 
get upset and then that can affect them. If there 
was more to keep us occupied like us coming 
out more, us doing more activities it would 
cause less problems as well as in arguments 
because when you’re in a cell for long and 
you come out for that hour, people are well 
stressed! That’s how it causes problems. Cause 
if they give us more to keep us occupied I think 
there’d be less problems like that”
Child in Young Offender Institution
Too many children experience isolation for too long 
a duration and there is an unacceptable variation in 
practice and provision between different types of 
custodial establishments. 
Our recommendations are of three sorts: matters of 
principle; issues for immediate action; and medium term 
aspirations. 
Matters of principle – which should 














































































Policy implications and recommendations
“Usually it’s 2 to 3 
hours or maybe 4, half of it you 
spend in single separation and half of 
it in group. You get all your stuff in your 
room, you get a mattress, TV all that and 
basically you’re out at the library, studying 
and doing work with staff.”
Child in Secure Children’s Home
Children’s Commissioner for England
Sanctuary Buildings
20 Great Smith Street
London
SW1P 3BT
Telephone: 020 7783 8330
Email: info.request@childrenscommissioner.gsi.gov.uk
www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk
           @ChildrensComm
           www.facebook.com/officeofthechildrenscommissioner
“It’s helped me be, 
like, positive and they give out 
good advice to new people that 
come here to try and be good and 
not get put on separation cos it’s not 
the best of things. It makes me not 
do silly stuff, makes me just stay 
positive and not be naughty.”
Child in Secure Children’s 
Home
“[It’s fair] to a point yeah, 
but they should get you out for 
cleaning and stuff like that when you’re 
on bang up.  Know what I mean, to keep you 
a bit sane, know what I mean – obviously if 
you’re sitting there with only four walls without 
any afternoon activity they should give you at 
least the opportunity to come out and clean”
Child in Young Offender Institution
“Every Tuesday morning the Behavioural 
Management Unit discusses all isolation 
cases, nurse signs the paperwork. Duty 
governor then decides if isolation will 
be signed off after trying to collect all 
information so they can make an informed 
decision to see if mediation can occur, 
talking to them and building that level of 
respect between staff and children being able 
to challenge behaviour.”
Staff member in Secure Children’s Home
